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My main objective in initiating the Chemistry Discipline Network in June 2011 was to improve 
communication between chemistry academics around Australia. Chemistry is a field with 
unique teaching challenges, as students must integrate molecular, macroscopic and symbolic 
representations, perform physical manipulations in the laboratory and memorise a significant 
amount of information in order to understand basic concepts (Johnstone, 1991). In chemistry, 
there is a strong sense of identity within research subdisciplines, but teaching-focussed 
academics are frequently isolated.  Many research-focussed academics are very skeptical of 
the field of educational research and of treating chemistry education as a serious endeavour. 
The roots of this skepticism often lie in naïve approaches from learning designers and 
administrators, who offer advice and sometimes even dictate teaching approaches without 
understanding the specific difficulties in teaching chemistry. Coming from a laboratory 
research background and moving into educational research myself, I was very aware of this 
divide and hoped to breach it through the formation of a funded Network. 
 
In forming the Network, I aimed to involve the chemistry academics in Australia who were 
already active in educational research, as well as to reach out to the majority of chemistry 
academics for whom teaching is not an area of research. Many of these chemistry academics 
take their teaching very seriously, making incremental changes and endeavouring to improve 
the outcomes for their students every semester, but do not share their strategies, successes 
and frustrations. The skepticism towards the educational community described above is one 
reason that these significant efforts often go unpublished. For me, the Network is an 
opportunity to introduce the world of educational research to a much wider audience and to 
encourage senior colleagues to share their decades of pedagogical content knowledge. All of 
us face the pressure to publish, and the ability to publish the results of educational 
innovations within the SoTL gives impetus to structured modification of teaching approaches.  
 
Critically important to me, a relative newcomer in the field, was to be explicitly welcoming to 
all members, from all institutions, regardless of their backgrounds in teaching and research. 
Having one or more member at every tertiary institution teaching chemistry was one of the 
initial goals of the project and eighteen months in to the Network I am happy to say that we 
have easily exceeded this, with over 120 members, almost all of whom are chemistry 
academics in teaching and research positions. Several working groups were formed and the 
activities described below have been conducted through these teams, with extensive support 
from the Project Officer. In addition to the activity of individual members, the Network has 
close communication with the leading professional body for chemistry in Australia, the Royal 
Australian Chemical Institute (RACI), which accredits chemistry degrees. 
 
It was of interest at the commencement of the Network to determine what chemistry is being 
taught where and how, so a mapping exercise was conducted at twelve institutions. The 
outcomes of this snapshot mapping exercise were released in August 2012 (Mitchell Crow & 
Schultz, 2012) and give insight into which subdisciplines are considered more important, how 
laboratories can be organised in an era of large first year classes, and the use of technology in 
assessment.  
 
One of the major goals of the Network is to implement the Threshold Learning Outcomes for 
chemistry, which at the time of funding had recently been published (Jones, Yates, & Kelder, 
2011). The task of unpacking these generic statements into specific standards for TEQSA is an 
ongoing project; to date the TLO working group has held three workshops on this topic and 
the exercise is continuing. As a baseline for this undertaking, the Network also conducted a 
TLO mapping exercise; preliminary results are available and the work is on-going (Mitchell 
Crow & Yates, 2012). It is clear that not all TLOs are covered equally well, and changes to the 
curriculum are required to ensure that students with chemistry degrees have achieved all of 
these minimum requirements.  
 
Among the benefits of the Network can be listed: 
 People who were isolated, often the only chemistry academic at their institution or on 
their campus, are now meeting monthly via skype to chat about issues specific to 
chemistry teaching and to find out what is happening elsewhere. Keeping in touch with 
their community inspires academics to attempt changes to their teaching strategies. 
 Questions about chemistry teaching, ranging from the straightforward, such as which 
institutions use a certain piece of equipment or chemical compound in their teaching 
laboratories, to more complex questions such as how to implement assessment of 
practical laboratories, are being asked and answered in an informal environment at the 
monthly meetings. Previously such information remained largely within institutions. 
 Conferences are being organised with better communication and including a wider group 
of people. For example, the Network is sponsoring a Symposium at Pacifichem 2015, one 
of the biggest worldwide chemistry conferences, that historically has included little 
chemistry education. Discussion of the topic for the Symposium and possible themes 
included the broadest range of inputs from Network members. The International 
Conference on Chemical Education is being held in Sydney in 2016, chaired by a member 
of the Management Committee, and communication through the Network will increase 
involvement in this major event. We have also had excellent attendance from Network 
members at the Australian Conference on Science and Mathematics Education (ACSME) in 
2011 and 2012, as well as at the RACI's Chemical Education Conference in 2012.  
 
The main challenge of the Network has been lack of engagement with the website 
(chemnet.edu.au). Initially it was envisioned that this site, with a members area including 
discussion fora and a learning object sharing hub, would become the heart of the Network. 
However, this has not eventuated and the site is largely a static repository for internal 
documents and external reports. With hindsight, this is not surprising - there are already 
many sites offering shared learning objects for chemistry, and most academics are too busy to 
log in to yet another website. Instead, the heart of the Network has become the monthly skype 
meetings and semi-regular face-to-face meetings, such as within the TLO to standards project 
and at conferences. Contacts made virtually have led to individuals arranging to meet in 
person when they overlap in the same city. Face to face meetings of people have been the 
springboard for further collaboration, and have led to joint grant applications and 
collaboration on research projects. As we wrote in our recently-published report, "the most 
important role of our Network is simply to facilitate the natural interactions that occur when 
people speak to one another within their teaching roles" (Mitchell Crow, O'Brien, & Schultz, 
2012). I am happy that our efforts to be inclusive have been rewarded and feel certain that the 
Network  will outlive our initial grant. 
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